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In lightof recentspedficliberalizationsin druglawsin some countries, I have invest) gated 
the potential of entheogens (i.e., psychoactiveplantsused as spiritual sacraments) as tools 
to facilitate existential intelligence. " Rantteachers" from the Americas such asayahuasca, 
psilocybin mushrooms, and peyote, and thelndo-Aryan som a of Eurasia, are examples of 
entheogens thathave been used used in both the past and present These have all been 
revered as spiritual or cognitive tools to provide a richer cosmological understanding of 
the world for both individuals and cultures. I used Gardner's (199Eb) revised multiple 
intelligence theory and his postulation of an "existential" intelligence as a theoretical lens 
through whi ch to accountfor the cogni ti ve possi bi I i ti es of entheogens and expl ore potent al 
ram i fi cat on s for ed u cat on . 
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A la lumiere des liberalisations recentes des lois sur les drogues dans certains pays, 
I’auteuraetudielepotentiel desentheogenes (des pi antes psychoactives utili sees comme 
sacrements spirituels) comme outils favorisant Tintelligence existent el I e. Ces 
« phytomaitres » desAmeriques, commel’aya-huasca, leschampignonsdepsilocybineet 
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(199Gb) eta son postulatau sujetd'une intelligence « existientielle » comme une lentille 
th eorique pou vantexpl i quer I es possi bilities cogni tivesdesentheogenesetservir a explorer 
des rami fi cat ons potent el I es pou r I ’ed u cat on . 
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In this article I assess and further develop the possibility of an existential 
intelligence as postulated by Gardner (199&). Moreover, I entertain the 
possibility that some kinds of psychoactive substances — entheogens — 
have the potential to facilitate this kind of intelligence. This issue rises 
from therecentliberalization ofd rug laws in several Western industrialized 
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countries to allow for the sacramental use of ayahuasca, a psychoactive 
tea brewed from plants indigenous to the Amazon. I challenge readers to 
step outside a long-standing dominant paradigm in modern Western 
culture that a priori regards hallucinogenic drug use as necessarily 
maleficent and devoid of merit The intent of my discussion is to confront 
assumptions about drugs that have unjustly perpetuated the 
disparagement and prohibition of some kinds of psychoactive substance 
use. More broadly, I challenge assumptions aboutintelligencethatconstrain 
contemporary educational thought 

Scholars have coined the word entheogen to replace the term psychedelic 
(Ruck, Bigwood, Staples, Ott & Wasson, 1979), which was felt to overly 
connote psychological and clinical paradigmsand to be too sod o -culturally 
loaded from its 196Cfe roots to appropriately designate the revered plants 
and substances used in traditional rituals. I use both terms in this article: 
entheogen when referring to a substance used as a spiritual or sacramental 
tool, and psychedelic when referring to one used for any number of purposes 
during or following the so-called psychedelic era of the 196C6 (recognizing 
that some contemporary non -indigenous uses may be entheogenic — the 
categories are by no means clearly discreet). What kinds of plants or 
chemicals fall i nto the category of entheogen is a matter of debate because 
different cultures at different times have venerated a large number of 
inebriants — from coca and cannabis to alcohol and opium — as gifts from 
the gods (or God). For the purposes of this article, however, I focus on the 
class of drugs that Lewi n (1924/1997) termed phantastica, a namederiving 
from theGreek word for the faculty of imagination (Shorter Oxford English 
Dictionary, 1973). Later, these substances became known as hallucinogens 
or psychedelics, a dass thatindudes lysergicaad derivatives, psilocybin, 
mescaline, and dimethyltryptamine. With the exception of mescaline, these 
all share similar chemical structures; all, induding mescaline, produce 
similar phenomenological effects; and, more important for the present 
discussion, all have a history of ritual use as psychospiritual medianesor, 
asl argue, cultural tool s to fad I itate cognition (Schultes & Hofmann, 1992). 

The issue of entheogen use in modern Western culture becomes more 
significantin light of several legal precedents in countries such as Brazil, 
Holland, Spain, and soon perhaps the United States and Canada. 
Ayahuasca, which I discuss in more detail in the following section on 
plant teachers, was legalized for religious use by non -indigenous people 
in Brazil in 1967. 1 One Brazilian group, the Santo Daime, was using its 
sacrament in ceremonies in the Netherlands when, in the autumn of 1999 
authorities intervened and arrested itsleaders — the first case of religious 
i ntol erance by a Dutch governmentin more than SOOyears. A subsequent 




Entheogensand Existential Intelligence 


501 


legal challenge, based on European Union human rights laws, saw them 
acquitted of all charges, settingaprecedentfortherestofEurope (Adelaars, 
2001). A similar casein Spain resulted in the Spanish government granting 
the right to use ayahuasca in that country. A recent court decision in the 
United States by the ICth Circuit Court of Appeals, September 4, 2008 
ruled in favourof religious freedom touse ayahuasca (Center for Cognitive 
Liberty and Ethics, 2003). And in Canada, an application to Health Canada 
and the Department of At stice for exemption to the Control led Drugs and 
Substances Act is pending, which may permittee Santo Daime Church 
the religious use of their sacrament known as Daim e or Santo Daim e (J. W. 
Rochester, personal communication, October 8 2203). 2 

One question raised by this trend of liberalization in otherwise 
prohibitionist regulatory regimes is what benefits substances such as 
ayahuasca have. The discussion that follows takes up this question with 
respect to contemporary psychological theories about intelligence and 
touches on potential ramifications for education. Thenextsection examines 
the metaphor of plant teachers, which is not uncommon among cultures 
thathavetraditionally practised the entheogenic use of plants. Following 
that I useGardner’s (1983) theory ofmultipleintelligencesasatheoretical 
framework with which to account for cognitiveimplications of entheogen 
use. Finally, I take up a discussion of possible relevance of existential 
intelligence and entheogens to education. 

PLANT TEACHERS 

Beforemoving on to a broader discussion of intelligence^), I will provide 
some background on ayahuasca and entheogens. Ayahuasca has been a 
revered plantteacher among dozens of South A merican i ndigenous peopl es 
for centuries, if not longer (Luna, 1984; Schultes & Hofmann, 1993- The 
word ayahuasca, from the Quechua language of indigenous peoples of 
Ecuador and Peru, translatesas"vineofthesour (Metzner, 1993- Typically, 
i t refers to a tea m ad e from aju ngl e I i ana, Ban i ster i op si s caapi , wi th admi xtu res 
of other plants, but most commonly the leaves of a pi ant from the coffee 
family, Psychotria viridis (McKenna, 1999). These two plants respectively 
contain harmala alkaloids, and dimethyltryptamine, two substances that 
when ingested orally create a biochemical synergy capable of produang 
profound alterationsin consaousness (Grab, etal., 1998 McKenna, Towers, 
& Abbot 1984). Among theindigenouspeoplesoftheAmazon, ayahuasca 
is one of the most valuable medicinal and sacramental plants in their 
pharmacopoeias. Although shamans in different tribes use the tea for 
various purposes, and have varying recipes for it the application of 
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ayahuasca as an effective tool to attain understanding and wisdom is one 
of the its most prevalent uses (Brown, 1986 Dobkin de Rios, 1984). 

Notwithstanding the explosion of popular interest in psychoactive 
drugsduringthe 196C6, ayahuasca until quiterecentiy managed to remain 
relatively obscure in Western culture. 3 However, the I ate twentieth century 
saw the growth of religious movements among non-indigenous people in 
Brazil syncretizing the use of ayahuasca with Christian symbolism, 
African spiritualism, and native ritual. Two of the more widespread 
ayahuasca churches are the Santo Dai me (Santo Dai me, 2004) and thell niao 
do Vegetal (U niao do Vegetal, 2004). These organizations have in the past 
few decades gained legitimacy asvalid, indeed valuable, spiritual practices 
providing soaal, psychological and spiritual benefits (Grab, 1999 Riba, et 
al ., 2901). 

Ayahuasca is not the only pi ant teacher in the pantheon of entheogenic 
tools. Other indigenous peoples of the Americas have used psilocybin 
mushrooms for millennia for spiritual and healing purposes (Dobkin de 
Rios, 1973 Wasson, 198Q. Similarly, the peyote cactus, with a long history 
ofuseby Mexican indigenous groups (Fikes, 1999 Myerhoff, 1974; Stewart 
1967), is currently widely used in thell nited States by the Native American 
Church (LaBarre, 1989 Smith & Snake, 1996). And even in the early history 
of Western culture, the anaentlndo-Aryan texts of the Rig Veda sing the 
praises of the deified soma (Pande, 1984). Although the taxonomic identity 
of soma is lost it seems to have been a pi ant or mushroom with the power 
to reliably induce mystical experiences — an entheogen par excellence 
(Eliade, 1978 Wasson, 1968). Thevariety ofentheogens extends far beyond 
thelimited examplesl have offered here. However, ayahuasca, psilocybin 
mushrooms, peyote, and soma are exemplars of plants that have been 
culturally esteemed for their psychological and spiritual impacts on both 
individuals and communities. 

In thisartidel arguethattheimportanceof entheogens lies in their role 
as tools, as mediators between mind and environment Defining a 
psychoactive drug as a tool — perhaps a novel conceptfor some — i nvokes 
its capacity toeffecta purposeful change on the mind /body. Commenting 
on Vygotsky’s notions of psychological tools, John-Steiner and Souberman 
(19781 note that "tool use has . . . important effects upon internal and 
functional relationships within the human brain” (p. 133). Although they 
were likely not thinking of drugs as tools, the significance of this 
observation becomes even more literal when the tools in question are 
plants or chemicals ingested with the intent of affecting consciousness 
through themanipulation of brain chemistry. Indeed, psychoactive plants 
or chemicals seem to defy the traditional bifurcation between physical 
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and psychological tools, as they affect the mind /body (understood by 
modern psychologists to be identical). 

I ti s i mportantto con si der thedegree to whi ch the potenti al of entheogens 
comes not only from their immediate neuropsychological effects, butalso 
from the sod al practices — rituals — into which their use has traditionally 
been incorporated (DobkindeRios, 1996j Smith, 2300). The protective value 
that ritual provides for entheogen use is evident from its universal 
application in traditional practices (Weil, 1972^966). Medical evidence 
suggests that there are minimal physiological risks associated with 
psychedelicdrugs (Callaway, etal., 1999 Grinspoon & Bakalar, ISZEKISSOG 
Julien, 1998). Hofmann (1980), the chemist who fi rst accidentally 
synthesized and ingested lysergicaad diethylamide (LSD), contends that 
the psychological risks assoaated with psychedelics in modern Western 
culture are a function of their recreational use in unsafe a rcumstances. A 
ritual context however, offers psychospiritual safeguards that make the 
potential of entheogenic pi ant teachers to enhance cognition an intriguing 
possibility. 

EXISTENTIAL INTELLIGENCE 

Gardner (1983) developed atheory of multipleintelligences that originally 
postulated seven types of intelligence. 4 Si nee then, he has added a naturalist 
intelligence and entertained the possibility of a spiritual intelligence (1999b; 
1999b). Not wanting to delve too far into territory fraught with theological 
pitfalls, Gardner (199&)settied on looking at existential intelligence rather 
than spiritual intelligence (p. 123). Existential intelligence, as Gardner 
characterizes it involves having a heightened capacity to appreciate and 
attend to the cosmological enigmas that define the human condition, an 
exceptional awareness of the metaphysical, ontological, and 
epistemological mysteries thathave been a perennial concern for people of 
all cultures. 

In his original formulation of the theory, Gardner (199&) challenged 
(narrow) mainstream definitions of intelligence with a broader one that 
saw intelligence as "the ability to solve problems or to fashion products 
thatare valued in atleastone culture or community" (p. 113). Helaid out 
eight criteria, or signs, to identify an intelligence; however, he noted that 
thesedonotconstitute necessary conditions for determining an intelligence, 
merely desiderata thata candidate intelligence should meet (1983 p. 62). 
He also admitted that none of his original seven intelligences fulfilled all 
the criteria, although they all met a majority of the eight For existential 
intelligence, Gardner himself identified six criteria it seemed to meet I will 
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look at each of these and discuss their merits in relation to entheogens. 

One criterion applicable to existential intelligence is the identification 
of a neural substrate to which the intelligence may correlate. Gardner 
(199&) noted that recent neuropsychological evidence supports the 
hypothesis that the human brain’s temporal lobe plays a key role in 
producing mystical states of consciousness and spiritual awareness (p. 
124-125 LaPlante, 1993 Newberg, D'Aquili & Rause, 2001). He also 
recognized that "certain brain centres and neural transmitters are 
mobilized in [altered consciousness] states, whether they are induced by 
the ingestion of substances or by a control of the will" (Gardner, 199Gb, 
p.125). Another possibility, which Gardner does not explore, is that 
endogenous dimethyltryptamine (DMT)in humansmay play asignificant 
role in the production of spontaneous or induced altered states of 
consciousness (Pert 2331). DMT isa powerful entheogenic substance that 
exists naturally in themammalian brain (Barker, Monti & Christian, 1981), 
as well as being a common constituent of ayahuasca and theAmazonian 
snuff yopo (Ott, 1994). Furthermore, DMT is a close analogue of the 
neurotransmitter 5-hydroxytryptamine, or serotonin. It has been known 
for decades that the prim ary neuropharmacological action of psychedelics 
has been on serotonin systems, and serotonin is now understood to be 
correlated with healthy modes of consciousness. 

Strassman (2331), a psychiatric researcher, recently hypothesized that 
endogenous DMT stimulates the pineal gland to create such spontaneous 
psychedelic states as near-death experiences. Whether he is corrector not 
the role of DMT in the brain is an area of empirical research that deserves 
much more attention, especially insofar as it may contribute to an 
evidential foundation for existential intelligence. 

Another criterion for an intelligence is the existence of individuals of 
exceptional ability within the domain of that intelligence. Unfortunately, 
existential precocity is not something sufficiently valued in modern 
Western culture to the degree that savants in this domain are commonly 
celebrated today. Gardner (199&) observed that within Tibetan Buddhism 
the choosing of lamas may involve the detection of a predisposition to 
existential intellect (if it is not identifying the reincarnation of a previous 
lama, as Tibetan Buddhists them selves believe) (p. 124). Gardner also cited 
Csikszentmilhalyi’s consideration of the "early-emerging concerns for 
cosmic issues of the sort reported in the childhoods of future religious 
leaders like Gandhi and of several future physicists'' (Gardner, 199&, p. 
124; Csikszentmilhalyi, 1996). Presumably, some individuals who are 
enjoined to enter a monastery or nunnery ata young age may be so directed 
due to an appreciable manifestation of existential awareness. Likewise, 
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individuals from indigenous cultures who take up shamanic practice — 
who " have abilities beyond others to dream, to imagine, to enter states of 
trance" (Larsen, 1976 p. 9) — oftendosobecauseofasignificantinterestin 
cosmological concerns at a young age, which could be construed as a 
prodigious capacity in thedomain of existential intelligence (Eliade, 1964; 
Greeley, 1974; Halifax, 1979). 5 

Gardner’s third criterion for determining an intelligence is an 
i d enti fi abl e set of core operati on al abi I i ti es that mani fest that i ntel I i gence. 
Gardner (199Eb) found this relatively unproblematic and articulated the 
core operations for existential intelligence as: 

the capacity to locate oneself with respect to the farthest reaches of the cosmos — the 
infinite no less than the infinitesimal — and the related capadty to locate oneself with 
respecttothemostexistential aspects of the human condition: the significance of life, the 
meaning of death, theulti mate fateofthephysi cal and psychological worlds, such profound 
experiences as love of another human being or total immersion in a work of art (p. 123) 

Gardner noted that as with other more readily accepted types of 
intelligence, there is no sped fic truth that one would attain with existential 
intelligence — for example, asmusical intelligencedoesnothavetomanifest 
itself in any speafic genre or category of music, neither does existential 
intelligence privilege any one philosophical system or spiritual doctrine. 
As Gardner (199&) put it "there exists [with existential intelligence] a 
speaes potential — or capadty — to engage in transcendental concerns 
that can be aroused and deployed under certain drcumstances” (p. 123). 
Reports on uses of psychedelics by Westerners in the 195C6 and early 
1960s — generated prior to their prohibition and, some might say, 
profanation — reveal a recurrent theme of spontaneous mystical 
experiences that are consistent with enhanced capacity of existential 
intelligence (Huxley, 1954/1971; Masters & Houston, 1966 Pahnke, 197Q 
Smith, 1964; Watts, 1958^1969). 

Another criterion for admitting an intelligence is identifying a 
developmental history and a set of expert" end -state” performances for it 
Pertaining to existential intelligence, Gardner noted that all cultures have 
devised spiritual or metaphysical systems todeal withtheinherenthuman 
capadty for existential issues, and further that these respective systems 
invariably have steps or levels of sophistication separating the novice 
from the adept He used the example of Pope John XXI M’s description of his 
training to advance up the ecdesiastic hierarchy as a contemporary 
illustration of this point (199Eh, p. 124). However, the instruction of the 
neophyteis a mani fest part of almost all spiritual training and, again, the 
demanding process of imparting of shamanic wisdom — often induding 
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how to effectively and appropriately use entheogens — is an excellent 
example of this process in indigenous cultures (Eliade, 1964). 

A fifth criterion Gardner suggested for an intel I igence is determining its 
evolutionary history and evolutionary plausibility. The self-reflexive 
question of when and why existential intel I igence first arose in the Homo 
genus is one of the perennial existential questions of humankind. Thatitis 
an exclusively human trait is almost axiomatic, although a small but 
increasing number of researchers are willing to admit the possibility of 
higher forms of cognition in non-human animals (Masson & McCarthy, 
1995 Vonk, 2003). Gardner (199&) argued that only by the Upper 
Paleolithic period did "human beings within a culture possess a brain 
capable of considering the cosmological issues central to existential 
intelligence'' (p. 124) and thatthedevelopmentof a capaaty for existential 
thinkingmay belinked to "a conscious sense of finite space and irreversible 
time, two promising lod for stimulating imaginative explorations of 
transcendental spheres" (p. 124). He also suggested that "thoughts about 
existential issues may well have evolved as responses to necessarily 
occurring pain, perhaps as a way of reducing pain or better equipping 
individuals to cope with it' (Gardner, 199&, p. 1 25). As with determining 
the evolutionary origin of language, traang a phylogenesis of existential 
intel I igence is conjectural at best Its role in the dev elopmentof the species 
is equally difficult to assess, although Winkelman (2300) argued that 
consciousness and shamanic practices — and presumably existential 
intel I igence as well — stem from psychobiological adaptations integrating 
older and more recently evolved structures in the triune hominid brain. 
McKenna (1992) went even so far as to postulate that the ingestion of 
psychoactivesubstancessuch asentheogenicmushroomsmay havehelped 
stimulate cognitive developments such as existential and linguistic 
thinking in our proto-human ancestors. Some researchers in the 195C6 
and 19036 found enhanced creativity and problem-solving skills among 
subjects given LSD and other psychedelicdrugs (Harman, McKim, Mogar, 
Fadiman& Stolaroff, 1960lzumi, 197Q Krippner, 1965 Stafford & Golightiy, 
1967), skills that certainly would have been evolutionarily advantageous 
to our hominid ancestors. Such avenues of investigation are beginning to 
be broached again by both academic scholars and amateur psychonauts 
(DobkindeRios& Janiger, 200Q Spitz er, etal., 1996 MA PS Bulletin, 2300). 

The final criterion Gardner mentioned as applicable to existential 
intelligence is susceptibility to encoding in a symbol system. Here, again, 
Gardner conceded that there is abundant evidence in favour of accepting 
existential thinking as an intelligence. In his words, "many of the most 
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important and most enduring sets of symbol systems (e.g., those featured 
in the Catholic liturgy) represent crystallizations of key ideas and 
experiences that have evolved within [cultural] institutions" (199&, p. 
123). Another salient example that illustrates this point is the mytho- 
symbolism ascribed to ayahuasca visions among the Tukano, an 
Amazonian indigenous people. Reichel-Dolmatoff (1975) made a detailed 
study of these visions by asking a variety of informants to draw 
representations with sticks in the dirt (p. 174). He compiled 2Dcommon 
motifs, observing that most of them bore a striking resemblance to 
phosphene patterns (i.e., visual phenomena perceived in the absence of 
external stimuli or by applying lightpressure to the eyeball) compiled by 
Knoll (Oster, 1970). The Tukano interpret these universal human 
neuropsychological phenomena as symbolically significant according to 
their traditional ayahuasca -steeped mythology, reflecting the codification 
of existential ideas within their culture. 

Narby (199E!) also examined the codification of symbols generated during 
ayahuasca experiences by tracing similarities between intertwining snake 
m oti fs i n the vi si ons of A m az oni an sham ans and the d ou bl e-hel i x structu re 
of deoxyribonucleic acid. He found remarkable similarities between 
representations of biological knowledge by indigenous shamans and those 
of modern geneticists. More recently, Narby (2002) followed up on this 
work by bringing molecular biologists to the Amazon to participate in 
ayahuasca ceremonies with experienced shamans, an endeavour he 
suggests may provide useful cross-fertilization in divergent realms of 
human knowledge. 

The two other criteria of an intelligence are support from experimental 
psychological tasks and support from psychometric findings. Gardner 
(199&) suggested that existential intelligence is more debatable within 
these domains, citing personality inventories that attempt to measure 
religiosity or spirituality. He noted, "it remains undear just whatis being 
probed by such instruments and whether sel f-report i s a reliable index of 
existential intelligence" (p. 125). It seems transcendental states of 
consaousness and the cognition they engender do notlend themselves to 
quantification or easy replication in psychology laboratories. However, 
Strassman, Qualls, Uhlenhuth, and Kellner (1994) developed a 
psychometric instrument — the Hall ud nogen Rating Scale — to measure 
human responses to intravenous administration of DMT, and ithas since 
been reliably used for other psychedelic experiences (Riba, Rodriguez - 
Fornells, Strassman, & Barbanoj, 2001). 

One historical area of empirical psychological research that did 
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ostensibly stimulate a form of what might be considered existential 
intelligence was clinical investigations into psychedelics. Until such 
research became academically unfashionable and then politically 
impossibleintheearly 197Cfc, psychologists and clinical researchers actively 
explored experimentally induced transcendent experiences using drugs 
in the interest of both pure science and applied medical treatments 
(Abramson, 1967; Cohen, 1964; Grinspoon & Bakalar, 1979^1996 Masters 
& Houston, 1966). Oneofthemore famousofthese was Pahnke's (1970) so- 
called "Good Friday" experiment which attempted to induce spiritual 
experiences with psilocybin within a randomized double-blind control 
methodology. His conclusion that mystical experiences were indeed 
reliably produced, despitiemethodological problems with thestudy design, 
was borne out by a critical long-term follow-up (Doblin, 1991), which 
raises intriguing questions about both entheogens and existential 
intelligence. 

Studies such as Pahnke's (1970), despite their promise, were prematurely 
terminated because of public pressure from a populace alarmed by 
burgeoning contemporary recreational drug use. Only abouta decadeago 
did the United States government give researchers permission to renew 
(on a very small scale) investigations into psychedelics (Strassman, 2001; 
Strassman & Qualls, 1994). Cognitive psychologists are also taking an 
interest in entheogens such as ayahuasca (Shanon, 2002). Regardless of 
whether support for existential intelligence can be established 
psychometrically or in experimental psychological tasks, Gardner’s theory 
expressly stipulated that not all eight criteria must be uniformly met in 
order for an intel I igence to qualify. Nevertheless, Gardner d aimed to "find 
the phenomenon perplexing enough, and the distance from other 
intelligences great enough" (p. 127) to be reluctant "at present to add 
existential intel I igence to the list . . . Atmost[heis] willing, Fellini -style, to 
jokeabout'Syyntelligences'" (p. 1 27). I contend thatresearch into entheogens 
and other means of altering consaousness will further support the case 
for treating existential intelligence as a valid cognitive domain. 

EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS 

By recapitulating and augmenting Gardner’s discussion of existential 
intelligence, I hope to have strengthened the case for itsindusion as a valid 
cognitivedomain.H owev er, d oi ng so rai ses qu esti ons of what ram i fi cati ons 
an acceptance of existential intelligence would have for contemporary 
Western educational theory and practice. How mi ghtwe foster this hitherto 
neglected intelligence and allow itto beused in constructive ways? There 
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is likely a range of educational practices that could be used to stimulate 
cognition in this domain, many of which could be readily implemented 
withoutmuch controversy. Yeti intentionally raise the prospect of using 
entheogens in this capacity — not with young children, butperhaps with 
older teens in the passage to adulthood — to challenge theorists, policy- 
makers, and practitioners. 

Aldous Huxley identified the potential of entheogens as tools for 
education in contemporary Western culture. Although better known as a 
novelist than as a philosopher of education, Huxley spent a considerable 
amount of time — particularly asheneared the end of his life — addressing 
the topic of education. Like much of his literature, Huxley's observations 
and critiques of the sod o -cultural forces at work in his time were cannily 
presaent they bear as much, if not more, relevance in the twenty-first 
century than when they were written. Most remarkably, and relevant to 
my thesis, Huxley saw entheogens as possible educational tools. 

Under the current dispensation the vast majority of individuals lose, in the course of 
education, all the openness toinspi rati on, all thecapaaty to be aware of other things than 
those enumerated in theSears-Roebuck catalogue which constitutes the conventionally 
"real" world. ... Is ittoo much to hope thata system of education may some day be 
devised, which shall giveresults, in termsof human development commensurate with the 
time, money, energy and devotion expended?! n such a system of education itmay be that 
mescalin or some other chemical substance may play a part by making it possible for 
young people to "taste and see" what they havelearned aboutatsecond hand ... in the 
writings of the religious, or the works of poets, painters and musicians. (Letter to Dr. 
H umphrey Osmond, A pril IQ 1953 in Horowitz & Palmer, 199Q p.3Q) 

In a more literary expression of this notion, Huxley's (1963 final novel, 
Island, portrayed an ideal culture thatachieved a balance of scientific and 
spiritual thinking, and that also incorporated the ritualized use of 
enth eogen s for ed u cati on . T he rep resen tati on of d ru g u se H u xl ey portray ed 
in Island contrasts markedly with the more widely known soma of his 
earlier novel, Save New VWxld (1932/1946!): wheresoma was a pacifier that 
muted curiosity and served the interests of the controlling elite, the 
entheogenic "moksha mediane" of Island offered liminal experiences in 
young adults that stimulated profound reflection, self-actualization, and, 

I submit existential intelligence. 

Huxley's writings point to an implicit recognition of the capaaty of 
entheogens to be used as educational tools. The concept of a tool here refers 
not merely to the physical devices fashioned to aid material production, 
but following Vygotsky (1973, more broadly to thosemeans of symbolic 
and/or cultural mediation between the mind and the world (Cole, 1996 
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Wertsch, 1901). Of course, deriving educational benefitfrom atool requires 
much more than simply having and wielding it one must also have an 
intrinsic respect for the object qua tool, a cultural system in which the tool 
isvalued as such, and guides or teachers who are adeptatusing the tool to 
provide helpful direction. As Larsen (197€>) remarked in discussing the 
phenomenon of would-be "shamans" in Western culture experimenting 
with mind-altering chemicals: "we have no symbolic vocabulary, no 
grounded mythological tradition to makeour experiences comprehensible 
to us ... no senior shamans to help ensure that our [sham anic experience 
of] dismemberment be followed by a rebirth" (p. 81). Given the recent 
history of these substances in modern Western culture, it is hardly 
surprising that they have been demonized (Hofmann, 1989). However, 
cultural practices that have traditionally used entheogens as therapeutic 
agents consistently incorporate protective safeguards — set setting, 6 
established dosages, and mythocultural respect (Zinberg, 1984). The fear 
that inevitably arises in modern Western culture when addressing the 
issue of entheogens stems not from any properties intrinsic to the 
substances themselves, but rather from a general misunderstanding of 
their power and capaaty as tools. Atst as a sharp knife can be used for 
good or ill, depending on whether itisin the handsof a skilled surgeon or 
a reckless youth, so too can entheogens be used or misused. 

The use of entheogens such as ayahuasca is an example of the long and 
ongoing tradition in many cultures to employ psychoactives as tools that 
stimulate foundational types of understanding (Tupper, 2003). That such 
substances are capable of stimulating profoundly transcendentexperiences 
is evident from both the academic literature and anecdotal reports. 
Accounting fully for their action, however, requires going beyond the usual 
explanatory schemas: applying Gardner’s (199&) multiple intelligence 
theory as a heuristic framework opens new ways of understanding 
entheogens and their potential benefits. At the same time, entheogens 
bolster the case for Gardner's proposed addition of exi stenti al intelligence. 
This article attempts to present these concepts in such a way that the 
possibility of using entheogens as tools is taken seriously by those with an 
interestin new and transformative ideas in education. 

NOTES 

1. The 1971 United Nations Convention on Psychotropic Substances allows for 
indigenous peoples to use traditional medicines and sacraments even if 
those substances are otherwise prohibited (United Nations, 1977, Artide 32 ). 

2 Santo Daim e is the name of the sacrament as well as the religion. 
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3 Writers and drug afidondados William S. Burroughs and Allan Ginsberg 
(1963) published an account of seeking out in South America in the early 
196C&, buttheir report was mostly negative and did notindte many others to 
follow. As ethnobotanist Wade Davis remarks of his experiences with the 
brew, "ayahuasca is many things, but pleasurable is notone of them" (2001). 

4. The original seven types of intelligence Gardner (1983) proposed were: 
linguistic, logical -mathematical, spatial, musical, kinaesthetic, interpersonal, 
and intrapersonal. 

5 Eliade (1964) identifiestwo primary waysof becoming a shaman: (a) hereditary 
transmission, or falling heir to the vocation in a family legacy passed down 
from generation to generation; and (b) spontaneous vocation, or being called 
to shamanism by the spirits. Prodigious existential intelligence may be 
manifest in either case. 

6 "Setis a person's expections of whata drug will do to him [sic], considered in 
the contextof his whole personality. Setting is the environment both physical 
and social, in which a drug is taken" (Weil, 1972/1986 p. 29). These factors 
influence all psychoactive drug experiences, but psychedelics or entheogens 
especially so. 
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